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ABSTRACT.—-We document the habitat use patterns of the Brown-headed Nuthatch 
(Sitta pusilla). We describe how its habitat use patterns contribute to ecological con- 
straints that may maintain cooperative breeding in this species. Brown-headed Nuthatch- 
es are pine specialists. In particularly, Brown-headed Nuthatches forage primarily on 
the bark and cones in the top distal portions of mature pines. Breeding territories differ 
considerably in pine density. We suggest that differences in pine density are an indicator 
of habitat and territory quality. We predict that additional studies will document that 
helpers are more common on relatively small territories with high tree densities and in 
habitats with few suitable nest sites, 

The Brown-headed Nuthatch (Sitta pusilla) is a non-migratory passerine distributed 
throughout the pine and mixed pine-hardwood forests of the southeastern United States 
(Withgott and Smith 1998), Brown-headed Nuthatches occur in greater densities in open 
forests dominated by older (35—45+ year) pines with few hardwoods (Morse 1970; 
Meyers and Johnson 1978; Dickson et al. 1980; Conner et al. 1983; Hamel 1992). More 
specifically, individuals prefer foraging in open pine stands with a low basal area of 
hardwoods (O’Halloran and Conner 1987). The Brown-headed Nuthatch is, therefore, 
in general terms, a pine habitat specialist. 

Surprisingly few behavioral studies have been conducted on this species. Information 
on how this species adapts to human induced habitat alteration is virtually unstudied. 
This paucity of information is particularly surprising given its commonness in appro- 
priate habitats and given that it breeds cooperatively. In a cooperative breeding system, 
certain individuals (helpers) regularly provide some degree of parental care to young 
that are not their own offspring (Brown 1987). Several other North American cooper- 
ative breeding species have been the foci of detailed, long-term studies (Red-cockaded 
Woodpecker—FPicoides borealis, Walters 1990; Acorn Woodpeckers—Melanerpes for- 
micivorus, Koenig and Stacey 1990; Pinyon Jays—Gymnorhinus cyanocephalus, Marz- 
luff and Balda 1990; Mexican Jays—Aphelocoma ultramarina, Brown and Brown 1990; 
Florida Scrub Jays—Aphelocoma coerulescens, Woolfenden and Fitzpatrick 1990). 
Many hypotheses that attempt to explain why helpers provide this apparently altruistic 
behavior center on the concept of ecological constraints. For example, some ecological 
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variable or variables may make immediate natal dispersal prohibitively costly (habitat 
saturation hypothesis—Selander 1964; Brown 1974, marginal habitat model—Koenig 
and Pitelka 1981; Emlen 1982; Woolfenden and Fitzpatrik 1984). Alternatively, certain 
individuals may benefit from delayed dispersal if this tactic increases their chance of 
gaining control of a critical resource for breeding (benefits-of-philopatry hypothesis— 
Stacy and Ligon 1987; 1991). Ecological constraints might include a lack of suitable 
breeding territories, a lack of suitable nesting areas, or even a lack of marginal habitats 
that could allow pre-breeding dispersal and floating. 

This study addresses four fundamental questions related to habitat use patterns and 
cooperative breeding in Brown-headed Nuthatches. We first quantify the degree of 
Brown-headed Nuthatch preference for pine in a mixed pine-hardwood habitat. Second, 
we examine the behaviors and microhabitat preferences of this species. Third, we an- 
alyze the relationship between breeding territory size and vegetation composition. 
Fourth, we examine the location of nest cavities within breeding territories. We explore 
the possibility that ecological constraints may exist due to the pine-specialist foraging 
behaviors in this species. Availability of snags and dead branches for excavation of 
nests may be an additional ecological factor constraining breeding in Brown-headed 
Nuthatches. These constraints may at least partially explain the maintenance of coop- 
erative breeding in this species. 


METHODS 


This study took place on the campus of Stephen FE Austin State University in Nacogdoches, 
Texas, The campus represents a mixed hardwood-pine habitat. Brown-headed Nuthatches were 
captured in mist nets and banded with Fish and Wildlife Service leg bands and an individual- 
specific combination of two colored leg bands. Each bird was aged as adult or juvenile. Females 
were identified by the presence of a brood patch during the breeding season. Individuals without 
brood patches during the breeding season were assumed to be male. Determination of sex by 
behavioral differences was necessary in some cases. 

Herb collected data from November 1997 through October 1998. Bird activity and behaviors 
were recorded to the nearest second in 15 minute sampling sessions or until the bird was lost from 
sight. Behavior perceived to be influenced by the presence of the observer was excluded. The 
behaviors were categorized as feeding, inactive, preening, territorial, excavating, or other (begging, 
copulating, vocalizing, activities related to the care of young, etc.). The specific location of foraging 
behaviors was categorized as bark, leaves or needles, cones/buds, bird feeder, or unknown. Sub- 
strates occupied were categorized as pine, hardwood, or other (lightpost, building, etc.). Location 
within trees (top, middle, and lower; proximal, distal, and trunk) was also recorded. Data were 
collected between a half-hour after sunrise and a half-hour before sunset. We attempted to observe 
all marked individuals equally. 

Throughout the study, the location and movement of banded individuals was recorded and over- 
laid on a pre-existing GIS database of the campus using ArcView version 3.0. The nest site of each 
group during the 1998 breeding season was mapped. In instances where a group did not lay eggs, 
the last cavity substantially excavated was mapped. Territory boundaries were determined by draw- 
ing a polygon around observed locations of each family group. The family group included the 
breeding pair, fledglings, and any helpers present. Suspected outliers were excluded from the poly- 
gon. Points were identified as outliers when the identification of an individual was uncertain or 
when the location of the focal individual was clearly outside its normal range. The following 
parameters for each territory were determined: size, density of trees, proportion of pines and hard- 
woods, nest location, and distance from nest to the closest mature pine. 

The time Brown-headed Nuthatches used pines versus hardwoods was compared to the expected 
use. The expected use pattern assumes no preference for either vegetation type. Expected use of 
pines and hardwoods was calculated by multiplying the total time observed by the proportion of 
pine and hardwoods available on campus. The actual number of hardwoods and pines found on 
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campus was determined using the GIS database, A G-test was used to test for a significant difference 
from the null hypothesis of proportional vegetation type use. Time-budget data were also used to 
examine whether Brown-headed Nuthatches showed specific microhabitat preferences within each 
vegetation type. Times spent within each microhabitat location were compared using a Mann- 
Whitney multiple comparison test (Sokal and Rohlf 1995). | 


RESULTS 


We recorded a total of 206 episodes of time-budget activity. From these trials we accumulated 
24 hrs, 46 minutes, and 58 seconds of data. Trial duration averaged 7.2 minutes (SE = 4.6, n = 
206) before the bird was lost from sight. We attempted to record data evenly throughout the day; 
however, the majority of the data was collected in the morning hours. This data collection pattern 
occurred because most focal individuals were located by sound and Brown-headed Nuthatches are 
most vocal during the morning hours. This observation bias has the potential to skew the behavior 
data to non-sedentary activities if individuals were inactive more in the afternoon. However, our 
records of Brown-headed Nuthatches during the afternoon showed similar behaviors, other than 
vocalizations, to those in the morning. 

Of the 2329 total trees on campus, 1099 (47%) were Pinus sp. and the remaining 1230 (53%) 
were hardwoods. Of the 75908 seconds that Brown-headed Nuthatches were observed in vegetation, 
62208 s (82%) were in pines and 13700 s (18%) were in hardwoods. Assuming that Brown-headed 
Nuthatches show no vegetation preference and use each type according to availability, the expected 
usage times are 35677 s (47%) for pines and 40231 s (53%) for hardwoods. In order to have 
independent data points for a G-test; we used the number of trials dominated by use of a particular 
substrate instead of total seconds. The transformed data show the same trend of an overwhelming 
amount of time spent in pines. Brown-headed Nuthatches in this study used pines significantly more 
than expected (Gj = 60.71, xX os) = 3.841, p < 0.001). 

While in pines, individuals spent a majority of their time foraging on bark (50.4%) and cone 
substrates (16.9%). Brown-headed Nuthatches use hardwoods with similar behavioral patterns. 
While in hardwoods, individuals spent a majority of their time foraging on the bark substrate 
(54.2%). 

Figure LA shows the time that Brown-headed Nuthatches spent in different regions within trees. 
Brown-headed Nuthatches spent significantly more time in the top distal portions of the trees than 
any other area (Fig. 1B). There was also a significant preference for the middle distal and top 
proximal portions of trees over the middle trunk, bottom trunk and bottom proximal parts of trees 
(Fig. 1C and D). Additionally, nuthatches spent significantly less time in the top trunk portion of 
trees than in top distal, top proximal, middle proximal, and middle distal portions (Fig. 1E). 

Six Brown-headed Nuthatch groups maintained territories on the campus (Table 1, map in Herb 
1999). These territories were occupied year around. Most of the territory borders were within the 
campus. The exception was the UPD group. This territory was probably larger than recorded (5.3 
ha) because focal individuals were not mapped off campus where they may have spent most of 
their time. The mean territory size was 7.4 ha (4.4 ha-16.2 ha) when including the UPD group. 
When this group is excluded, the mean size was 8.0 ha. 

Nests were located in natural and artificial cavities. Only half of the groups nested successfully, 
all in artificial cavities. Two nests were located in the top of light posts where a hole was available 
in the side and the top was covered. One of these nesting groups bred cooperatively with one helper. 
The third successful artificial nest was located in an electrical box atop a pole. One additional group 
built a nest in a light pole with an open top. This group laid and incubated eggs but abandoned the 
nest prior to fledgling. Heavy construction occurred directly adjacent to this pole. Two groups 
excavated into dead portions of living trees. One group excavated a dead pine branch in a relatively 
dense area of trees. The other group excavated a dead portion of a hickory. Neither of these groups 
with natural cavities appeared to lay eggs before the cavities were abandoned. These groups did 
not appear to nest elsewhere. 

The distance of nests from the closest foraging tree averaged 26.7 m (4.9 m—54.7 m). AH nests 
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Fig. 1. Time in seconds for each location where Brown-headed Nuthatches were seen (A). A Mann-Whitney 
multiple comparison test shows several patterns of differential tree location use. Individuals showed significantly 
more use of top distal locations compared to all other tree locations (B). Individuals also showed significantly 
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Fig. 2. Brown-headed Nuthatches appear to have a minimum territory size (dashed vertical line), and require 
both a minimum density of pines (dashed horizontal line) and total trees. Territories with greater densities are 
probably higher quality. Additionally, small territories of a particular density are of higher quality than are large 
territories. Asterisk indicates 2 overlapping pine data points. 


but one were located in relatively open areas. We observed no apparent pattern of nest placement 
relative to territory boundaries. The availability and distribution of artificial cavities and dead 
branches likely plays a large role in nest placement. 


DISCUSSION 


Brown-headed Nuthatches are pine specialists. In particular they require territories with numerous 
pines for foraging. Individuals primarily concentrate foraging on bark and cones in the top distal 
portions of pines. These preferences have also been documented in previous studies. Many studies 
have noted that Brown-headed Nuthatches occur in a mature pine dominated forest with an open 
understory (Johnston and Odum 1956, Mose 1970, Meyers and Johnson 1978, Dickson and Sege- 
Iquist 1979, Haney 1981, Johnson and Landers 1982, Conner et al. 1983, O’Halloran and Conner 
1987). Some authors have also noted a preference for the top portion of trees (Norris 1958, Morse 
1970, O’Halloran 1984, Yaukey 1997). 

While our sample size is small, we suspect that territory size varies in relation to tree density 
(Fig. 2), with a minimum territory size of approximately 4.5-5.0 hectares. These territories differ 
considerably in tree density (Fig. 2, Table 1). We suggest that this difference in tree density, par- 
ticularly pine density, may indicate habitat and territory quality. The importance of pine density in 
Brown-headed Nuthatches territories has been reported previously (O’ Halloran and Conner 1987). 
We suggest there is a relationship between territory size and tree density in this species. In Oven- 
birds (Seiurus aurocapillus), territory size is inversely related to habitat quality (Smith and Shugart 
1987). Habitat quality in the case of Ovenbirds relates to prey density. Brown-headed Nuthatch 
habitat quality may relate to prey density as well. In this case, the prey source occurs in mature 
pines. Territories with relatively dense pine composition provide more foraging substrate for indi- 
viduals. These high quality territories may allow increased foraging efficiency and greater repro- 
ductive success. 

Territory formation appears to require a minimum tree density. Three low-density territories 
varied considerably in size (Fig. 2, Table 1). We suggest that size differences of territories of 
comparable tree densities also indicate territory quality differences. Relatively large territories for 
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more use of middle distal (C) and top proximal (D) locations than middle and bottom trunk and bottom proximal 
locations. Individuals showed significantly less use of top trunk regions than all top and middle branch locations 
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Table 1. Quantitative data for six Brown-headed Nuthatch territories on the Stephen F Austin State University 
campus, 


Distance to 


Density of closest 

Size Tree density Density of pines hardwoods foraging tree Number 
Territory (ha) (#/ha) (#/ha) (#/ha) (m) fledged 
Tennis 16.2 29,7 17.8 11.9 32.4 2 
Forestry 9.3 28.6 18.3 10.3 54.7 4 
UPD 5.3 23.8 13.5 10.2 17.1 0 
Alumni 5.1 34.7 18,4 60.31 19.3 0 
Griffith 5.1 42.4 19.1 23.3 11.8 2. 
Birdwell 4.4 75.7 46.9 28.8 4.9 0 


a given tree density may incur greater energetic costs due to increased travel distances for territory 
defense and foraging behaviors. The larger territories in this study included large expanses of 
parking lots and may represent an ecological condition not seen in birds in more natural settings. 

This territory size to tree density pattern fits conditions of the benefits-of-philopatry hypothesis 
(Stacey and Ligon 1987, 1991). Helpers should be more common on high quality territories (high 
tree density, relatively small territory size) than on low quality territories (low tree density, relatively 
large territory size). Helpers on high quality territories delay dispersal and use natal territory re- 
sources, while waiting for a breeding opening on a high quality territory. Individuals gain no benefit 
from delaying dispersal on low quality natal territories. These individuals should choose immediate 
dispersal into higher quality territories, if possible. If high quality territories are saturated, these 
individuals still fare better occupying open lower quality habitats in which they either become a 
breeder or non-breeding floater. 

Despite intuitive appeal, limited data on helper distribution and reproductive success among 
territories in this study do not support the benefits-of-philopatry hypothesis (Table 1). We need more 
data to adequately address this issue. 

Given the composition of the manicured habitat of the campus with removal of snags and dead 
limbs, it is possible that suitable nest sites are at a premium and may be an additional limiting 
factor for territory establishment. Brown-headed Nuthatches may also have microhabitat preferences 
for cavities in open areas. McNair (1984) observed that Brown-headed Nuthatches frequently se- 
lected nest sites in clear cuts, along roadsides, in wind breaks, over ponds, and in fields. Morris 
(1982) noted a strong preference to nest over or near water. Burleigh (1958) documented one nest 
as 460 m from the nearest woods. 

This study addresses potential ecological factors maintaining cooperative breeding behavior in an 
urban population of Brown-headed Nuthatches. This study cannot, however, directly address the eco- 
logical influences that led to the evolution of cooperative breeding in the Brown-headed Nuthatch. In 
fact, cooperative breeding likely evolved in the common ancestor of the Brown-headed Nuthatch and 
the, also cooperative Pygmy Nuthatch (Sitta pygmaea). To understand the evolution of this trait will 
require detailed comparative data on the behavior ecology of both of these species living in more 
natural habitats. For the Brown-headed Nuthatch this means studying the species in pine habitats 
closer to those of the pre-Columbian southern pine ecosystem. This ecosystem was dominated by 
contiguous open stands of mature southern pine that received regular burning of the understory. This 
pattern of regular burning likely made snags suitable for excavation of nests a limiting resource. 
Limited nesting sites may have played a significant role in the evolution of cooperative breeding in 
this species. However, the degree of territory quality variation and the suitability of the benefits-of- 
philopatry hypothesis in this pre-settlement ecosystem are unknown. Studies in expansive pine forests 
maintained with prescribed burning are needed to address these issues. 

We are collecting additional data to address whether tree density and territory size truly is related to 
habitat quality and nesting success. If this pattern is supported, young fledged on high quality territories 
may benefit by delaying dispersal and helping until a high quality territory becomes available for 
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breeding. This life history strategy may partially explain the maintenance of cooperative breeding in 
this pine specialist species, at least in fragmented urban populations. Future studies will also examine 
habitat size, habitat composition, reproductive success, and frequency of cooperative breeding groups 
of Brown-headed Nuthatches in more natural pine habitats. These data will allow a better understanding 
of the behavioral flexibility of Brown-headed Nuthatches to different ecological circumstances. 
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SHORT COMMUNICATIONS 


H. B. BUTCHER AND THE BIRDS OF LAREDO 


STANLEY D. Casto! 
Department of Biology, University of Mary Hardin-Baylor, Belton, Texas 76513 


In May 1868 a list of 89 species of birds collected during 1866-1867 at Laredo, Texas, was 
published by Henry B. Butcher, a young surgeon recently discharged from the army. Butcher noted 
that “many quite rare species were procured (at Laredo) ... the most interesting being Scardafella 
inca, a species not previously obtained north of the Rio Grande.” Voucher specimens (skins and 
eggs) were sent to the Smithsonian, and a series later given to the Philadelphia Academy of Natural 
Sciences (Butcher 1868). 

The work at Laredo by H. B. Butcher represents his only known contribution to ornithology. 
Butcher left the army before his list of birds was published, and the details of his career are poorly 
known (Geiser 1958). This note reviews the life of H. B. Butcher and his work at Fort McIntosh 
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Fig. 1. Henry B. Butcher, 1866. From the Ruthven Deane Collection, Library of Congress. 


near Laredo during 1866—1867. Also published here is a reproduction of the only known photograph 
of Butcher (Fig. 1). 

Henry Butcher, son of the English immigrant William Butcher, was born in Philadelphia about 
1839. He graduated from Jefferson Medical College in 1864 after completion of his thesis on 
gunshot wounds. In May 1864 Butcher contracted to work as an assistant surgeon in the United 
States Army Medical Department. His first assignment was at Harewood United States General 
Hospital in Washington, D. C., but he was soon transferred to Mower General Hospital in Phila- 
delphia. He was then returned to Harewood where he worked during most of 1865 (Milit. Serv. 
File 1864—1867). In Washington, Butcher made the acquaintance of Spencer Baird of the Smith- 
sonian and, under Baird’s influence, he began to collect and prepare specimens of birds. 

In mid-January 1866 Butcher requested a transfer to a post in either Texas or Colorado (Butcher 
1866a). This request was evidently made at the suggestion of Baird who wrote to the Surgeon 
General expressing his approval. Baird further noted that Butcher had a “‘special desire .. . to make 
natural history collections” and that he was a “a good taxidermist (who) makes beautiful speci- 
mens.” Baird suggested that Butcher be sent to “the region of the middle Rio Grande” perhaps at 
a location such as Presidio del Norte, Fort Davis, or Fort Hudson (Baird 1866a, 1866b). 

Butcher disembarked at Galveston on 16 March 1866. He was then sent via Brownsville to Laredo 
with the plan that he would later be moved further upriver to Fort Hudson (Hume 1942). Butcher 
arrived at Laredo on 6 April and, while stationed at Fort McIntosh, he was elected to the Academy 
of Natural Sciences in Philadelphia (Anon. 1866, Butcher 1866b). The plan to move him to a post 
further upriver did not materialize and Butcher remained at Fort McIntosh until his contract was 
annulled at his request on 27 April 1867. 

Butcher apparently traveled extensively in the state of Coahuila, Mexico, following his discharge 
from the army. In 1869 he collected eight large fragments of a meteor that fell during the fall of 1837 
near Santa Rosa. These fragments were shipped to Philadelphia and offered for sale at $5,000 (Butcher 
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1869, 1870). During 1871, while residing at San Buenaventura, Butcher explored the possibility of 
obtaining additional meteorites for the Smithsonian or other interested parties (Butcher 1871). 

Butcher’s activities over the next several years were divided between Philadelphia and Mexico. 
The city directories of Philadelphia list him as a physician from 1872 through 1887 (Gospill 1872- 
1890). About 1875 he became involved in a mining enterprise near Candela, Coahuila, where he 
resided periodically until at least 1881 (Butcher 1881). The Philadelphia city directory indicates 
that in 1890 Butcher was the superintendent of the Drexel Building and that his home address was 
“Mexico.” His last known mailing address, in October 1890, was at Laredo, Texas (Milit. Serv. 
File 1864—1867). Thereafter, his name disappears from all records and his subsequent activities and 
date of death are unknown. 

Finding the Inca Dove (Columbina inca) “in abundance” at Laredo represents Butcher’s most 
significant discovery. Other interesting records noted by Oberholser (n.d.) include the only 19th 
century reports of Brown Pelican (Pelecanus occidentalis), Least Sandpiper (Calidris minutilla), 
Buff-breasted Sandpiper (Tryngites subruficollis), Yellow-crowned Night-Heron (Nyctanassa vio- 
lacea), Eastern Bluebird (Sialia sialis), Mountain Bluebird (Sialia currucoides), Bell’s Vireo (Vireo 
bellii), Mourning Warbler (Oporornis philadelphia), Yellow-headed Blackbird (Xanthocephalus 
xanthocephalus), and Black-throated Sparrow (Amphispiza bilineata) from Webb County. Eggs col- 
lected by Butcher also provided the first evidence of breeding of Bell’s Vireo and Verdin (Auriparus 
flaviceps) in the Laredo area. 

Butcher’s list contains one species that was incorrectly identified. The Black-billed Cuckoo (Coc- 
coyzus erythropthalmus) reportedly collected at Laredo was determined by Oberholser (n.d.) to be 
a Yellow-billed Cuckoo (Coccyzus americanus). Not included in the list was an immature California 
Gull (Larus californicus) taken on 16 October 1866 (Ridgway 1919). This specimen (USNM 
45496), which represents the first of its species collected in Texas, is incorrectly reported by Ob- 
erholser (1974) as having been collected on 10 October 1866. 


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 


I am grateful to Cheryl Luecke for assistance in obtaining information from the archives of 
Thomas Jefferson University and the directories of the city of Philadelphia. Bruce Kirby of the 
Smithsonian Institution Archives provided copies of the Butcher-Baird correspondence. I thank 
Mark Lockwood for clarifying the date of collection of the California Gull. 


LITERATURE CITED 


Anon, 1866. Elections for 1866. Proc. Acad. Nat. Sci. Phila. 18:421. 

Bairp, S. E 1866a. Letter to J. K. Barnes, Surgeon General, U. S. A. dated 21 Jan. 1866. Milit. Serv. File of 
H. B. Butcher, U. S. Natl. Archives, Wash., D. C. 

. 1866b. Letter to J. K. Barnes, Surgeon General, U. S. A. dated 12 Feb. 1866. Milit. Serv. File of H. 
B. Butcher, U. S. Natl. Archives, Wash., D. C. 

BUTCHER, H. B. 1866a. Letter to J. K. Barnes, Surgeon General, U. S. A. dated 16 Jan, 1866. Milit. Serv. File 
of H. B. Butcher, U. S. Natl. Archives, Wash., D. C. 

. 1866b. Letter to S. E Baird dated 7 April 1866. S. I. Archives, RU 52, Assistant Secretary, Incoming 

Corresp., 1850—1877, Vol. 32. 

. 1868. List of birds collected at Laredo, Texas, in 1866 and 1867. Proc. Acad. Nat. Sci. Phila. 20:148—150. 

. 1869, Letter to S. E Baird dated 23 Dec. 1869. S. I. Archives, RU 7002, S. E Baird Collection, 1793— 

1923, Box 16. 

. 1870. Letters to S. E Baird dated 2 Feb. and 21 Feb. 1870. S. I. Archives, RU 7002, S. E Baird 

Collection, 1793-1923, Box 16. 

. 1871. Letter to S. E Baird dated 7 June 1871. S. I. Archives, RU 52, Assistant Secretary, Incoming 

Corresp., Box 28. 

. 1881. Letter to S. F Baird dated 14 May 1881. S. I. Archives, RU 28, Office of the Secretary, 1879— 
1882, Incoming Corresp., Box 34. 

GEISER, S. E 1958. Men of science in Texas, 1820-1880. Field and Laboratory 26:88-139. 

GopsiLL, J. 1872—1890. Gopsill’s Philadelphia City Directory. Philadelphia: James Gopsill’s Sons. 


Bull. Texas Ornith. Soc. 33(3): 2000 


35 


Hume, E. E. 1947, Ornithologists of the United States Army Medical Corps. XX. Edward Perry Vollum (1827-1902). 
Arno Press (1973 reprint). Includes letters from Vollum to S. E Baird that mention the activities of Butcher. 

MILITARY SERVICE FILE. 1864—1867. Service record of H. B. Butcher. U. S. Natl. Archives. Wash., D. C. 

OBERHOLSER, H. C. (n.d.). Typescript of The Bird Life of Texas (microfilm). Center for American History, Univ. 
of Texas at Austin. 

, 1974. The bird life of Texas. Austin: Univ. of Texas Press. 

Ripeoway, R. 1919. The birds of North and Middle America, Pt. VII. Washington: Govt. Printing Office. 


Received 15 July 1999; accepted 12 Sept 1999 


FIRST NESTING RECORD OF BLUE JAY (CYAWOCITTA CRISTATA) IN 
HIDALGO COUNTY, TEXAS 


TIM BRUSH 


Department of Biology, University of Texas-Pan American, 1201 West University Drive, 
Edinburg, Texas 78539 


The Blue Jay (Cyanocitta cristata) commonly breeds in woodlands, forests and residential areas, 
mainly in the eastern and central United States and southern Canada (AOU 1998). Blue Jays are 
common in eastern Texas, and their range extends west through the Edwards Plateau into the 
Panhandle region (TOS 1995), with some evidence of breeding in the Rockport/Fulton area, Aransas 
Co. (Benson and Arnold in press). The southernmost confirmed nesting record is a female incubating 
eggs in Refugio (Refugio Co.) on 6 May 1968 (T. C. Meitzen, in Oberholser 1974). A partially 
migratory species, Blue Jays winter rarely in the Lower Rio Grande Valley (LRGV; TOS 1995), 
with one fall specimen from Cameron Co. (no specific date given; Oberholser 1974). This note 
documents the first known nesting record of Blue Jay for the Lower Rio Grande Valley, in light of 
my observations from 1995-1998, and a 1967 winter specimen from Hidalgo Co. 

On 6 April 2000, Anne Toal observed a Blue Jay constructing a nest in a live oak (Quercus 
virginiana) in a well-vegetated residential area in Edinburg, Hidalgo Co. Over the next two months, 
the birds completed the nest and produced four nestlings. Adults were regularly seen bringing food 
to the nestlings and chasing away Plain Chachalacas (Ortalis vetula), Great-tailed Grackles (Quis- 
calus mexicanus), and Great Kiskadees (Pitangus sulphuratus) from the nest-tree. The nestlings 
were last seen on 21 May, and the nest was empty on 23 May. Based on the length of the nestling 
period and the size of the nestlings on 21 May, I judged the nest successful. Anne Toal found a 
dead Blue Jay in fresh first-winter (first basic) plumage in her yard on 23 October 2000. It was 
probably killed by a cat, in the same yard where the nest was found. 

Earlier observations suggested that Blue Jays would eventually nest in Hidalgo Co. On 21 January 
1967, O. D. Cockrum and Hernan Rodriguez found a male dead on what is now the University of 
Texas-Pan American campus in Edinburg (specimen in UTPA collection). On 25 October 1996, I 
saw and heard one Blue Jay in a small flock of Green Jays (Cyanocorax yncas) in a residential 
area of Edinburg. I heard and saw a single bird in the same area (possibly the same individual) 
through 9 December 1995, and again on 15 March 1996, 24 May 1997, 1 June 1997, 18 November 
1997, and 15 January 1998. On 4 or 5 April 1998, John P O’Neill saw four Blue Jays in the same 
neighborhood where the nest was later found (see above). No birds were seen in 1999, but at no 
point did I search specifically for them. 

These observations, taken together, indicate that a very small population of Blue Jays is resident 
in Hidalgo Co., in the LRGV of southernmost Texas. This represents a southern extension of the 
breeding range of 236 km (147 mi.) from Refugio, across an area dominated by thorn-forest, 
pastures, agricultural fields, and oak forests, with some urban areas. Although not currently known 
to breed in other LRGV towns, the species’ LRGV population may be expected to gradually in- 
crease, given the known success of Blue Jays in residential areas and the continued maturation and 
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Blue Jay in Chinese tallow tree Sapium sebiferum, in yard where it nested in Edinburg, Texas during April/ 
May 2000. photo by Anne Toal 


expansion of such habitat (Brush 2000). Perhaps the first occurrence and/or nesting record in Mex- 
ico, where there are no records (Howell and Webb 1995) is not too far in the future. 


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 


I thank the University of Texas-Pan American for providing time in which to write this report, Anne 
Toal for reporting on the nesting activities in her yard, Catherine C. Brush for her continued support of 
my ornithological research, and Greg Lasley and Keith Arnold for comments on the manuscript. 


LITERATURE CITED 


AMERICAN ORNITHOLOGISTS’ UNION. 1998. Checklist of North American birds, 6th ed. Am. Ornithol. Union, 
Washington, D.C. 

Benson, K. L. P AND K. A. ARNOLD (Eds). in press. The atlas of breeding birds of Texas. Texas A&M Press, 
College Station. 

BRUSH, T. 2000. Nesting of Rose-throated Becard Pachyramphus aglaiae (Passeriformes: Incertae sedis) and Clay- 
colored Robin Turdus grayi (Passeriformes: Turdidae) in Hidalgo Co., Texas. Texas J. Sci. 52:165-168. 

HowELL, S. N. G., AND S. WEBB. 1995. A guide to the birds of Mexico and northern Central America. Oxford 
University Press, New York. 

OBERHOLSER, H. C. 1974. The bird life of Texas, Vol. 2 (Œ. B. Kincaid, Jr., ed.). University of Texas Press, Austin. 

TEXAS ORNITHOLOGICAL SOCIETY. 1995. Checklist of the birds of Texas, 3rd ed. Capital Printing, Austin. 


Received 1] July 2000; accepted O8 Sept 2000 


NOTES 


NEWS 


Acknowledgements.—The TOS Bulletin is a peer-review journal. The efforts of our reviewers are 
essential and deeply appreciated. The Editor thanks the following individuals who critically 
reviewed one or more manuscripts submitted for publication in Volume 33. 

Keith Arnold, John T. Baccus, Dan Brooks, Tim Brush, Stanley Casto, Greg Lasley, Mark 
Lockwood, Arturo Longoria, Clifford Shackelford. 


Bulletin of the Texas Ornithological Society Copyright © 2000 by the Texas Ornithological Society 
Jack Clinton Eitniear, Editor E-mail: Bulletin @Texasbirds.org 
Printed by Allen Press, Inc. Lawrence, Kansas 66044, USA 


Bull. Texas Ornith. Soc. 33(3): 2000 


